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Cats Currell 
Abstract 
That's the cyclamen house; that's the orchid house that was washed away — it was never built back, but 
the fern house was. That's the shade house (the little shade house as they called it), and that's the potting 
shed where they potted up the plants. That's the hot house — there's a boiler house up the top of it. That's 
the soil house and that's the little fern house. On the end of the packing shed is what they called the boys' 
room; any workmen who lived in — they slept in that room. That's the vehicle shed and the laundry, the 
apple house (that's two-storey, that's where they stored their apples), the hay shed, the chaff house. 
There's the stables. That's the wall round the stables with stones on the top, and the palm house was 
back from that. And on the end of the big shade house was the dairy, and the cow shed was up there (they 
had about half a dozen cows in my time, they used to have a lot in the earlier days). They used to carry the 
milk from up there through the yard, out through there and round there and over into there and separate it. 
They had a lot of horses to take the plants to market. I was a child, but they treated me like a king... 
This journal article is available in Kunapipi: https://ro.uow.edu.au/kunapipi/vol8/iss3/3 
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Cats Currell 
That's the cyclamen house; that's the orchid house that was washed away — it was 
never built back, but the fern house was. That's the shade house (the little shade house 
as they called it), and that's the potting shed where they potted up the plants. That's 
the hot house — there's a boiler house up the top of it. That's the soil house and 
that's the little fern house. On the end of the packing shed is what they called the boys' 
room; any workmen who lived in — they slept in that room. That's the vehicle shed 
and the laundry, the apple house (that's two-storey, that's where they stored their 
apples), the hay shed, the chaff house. There's the stables. That's the wall round the 
stables with stones on the top, and the palm house was back from that. 
And on the end of the big shade house was the dairy, and the cow shed was up there 
(they had about half a dozen cows in my time, they used to have a lot in the earlier 
days). They used to carry the milk from up there through the yard, out through there 
and round there and over into there and separate it. They had a lot of horses to take the 
plants to market. I was a child, but they treated me like a king... 
H e was born at Brandon ' s Nursery in the Hills, and the maids in the big 
house used to tease him. H e had white hair, and to begin with he had 
ringlets, and in the photo taken in Adelaide they h u n g to his shoulders 
and he wore a sailor suit, the first suit he ever wore after he put off his 
dresses, and but ton-up shoes. His mother played with his hair and made 
it curl. W h e n it was cut everybody nearly cried, they reckoned it was a 
terrible shame to cut off his curls and his mother kept them in an 
envelope. After that, if his hair was getting a bit long, one of the men at 
the Nursery cut it for h im. 
H e was always mucking round the Nursery, he knew every inch of the 
whole place. W h e n he was a litde fellow, before he went to school, he 
almost lived with the men — wherever they were working you 'd find 
him. H e followed them everywhere, and when they went to market with 
a load of stuff they 'd take him, too. O n Sunday afternoons in summer , 
when they went for a swim at Highercombe D a m , the big meeting place 
for all the lads round the district, they 'd take him with them. H e made 
himself a general nuisance, he was the general manager — they called 
1 
him The Manager . His other nickname was Cats, because if he saw a cat 
he 'd go up and pat it or pick it up and nurse it. If anybody said his real 
name — Maurice — nobody knew who they were talking about, even 
though young M r Brandon had named a begonia Maurice Currell after 
him. 
Old Mrs Brandon wouldn' t touch a drop, but all the other Brandons 
drank like fish, though they didn ' t go mad because they knew when 
they'd had enough. Old M r Brandon had died through drink — one 
night, coming back from the Appleton Hotel, he fell off his horse and it 
went home without him; he was still lying there in the morning and died 
a few days later. Old Mrs Brandon was an ' I Am' sort of person who 
gave Cats five shillings every Christmas and she had a grey pony called 
T o m m y that she drove in a trap; she wore an ostrich feather in her 
bonnet and said she was the oldest native-born person in South 
Australia. After his father died, young M r Brandon was the boss and he 
was twenty odd years older than the maid who was the worst tease, but he 
married her and she was a nobody but then she was young Mrs Brandon. 
Cats ' father was in charge of the glass houses: they were beautiful 
places. The orchid house was best of all, with pink the most popular 
colour, though the plants didn ' t smell, they just looked nice; the ferneries 
contained what had once been the largest collection in the colony. 
Outside, behind the hedge of giant rhododendrons, was a rosary of four 
hundred varieties of rose and there was a big fruit garden where they 
grew pears, plums, peaches, cherries, loquats and every apple you could 
think of. 
O n Sundays, Cats wasn ' t supposed to go poking round the Nursery, 
but he kept sneaking off and then swish, bang, wallop — when he came 
home to tea his father cut a stick off a tree and bashed him round the legs. 
Once Cats ' father had a darkish moustache but one day he shaved it off 
— nobody knew why — and he looked terrible, a different person. He 
was a small man and when he finished work at the Nursery, he 'd pick up 
his gun and go out along through the paddock to see if he could get a 
rabbit. Pompom, his Pomeranian mongrel dog, always went too; she'd 
race round like a mad thing for a while and then as soon as they got up on 
the side of the hill, she'd settle down and trot alongside him. When 
Pompom saw a rabbit (she always saw one before Cats ' father) she 'd stop 
and hold up one front paw. Cats ' father would say, 'Where is he, Pom, 
where is he?' She'd stand and stare and after a while he might see it, too. 
As soon as the gun went off there was no halting her. M a n y a rabbit 
Cats ' father got that he 'd only wounded — when it ran away Pompom 
scented it up and caught it. 
They didn't eat the rabbits: Cats' mother just pulled the skin off and 
gave them to Pompom and the cat. She was a little woman who worked 
hard — scrub, scrub, scrub — and she loved a cat as much as Cats did, 
she said it wasn't home without one. When a cat died, Cats' mother 
wrapped it up in an old jumper and buried it in the garden. First there'd 
been Fluffy, who was white; the next was a tortoiseshell; then they had 
another one called Fluffy that slept on Cats' bed and kept his toes warm. 
The Nursery was down in a gully, surrounded by steep hills covered 
with gum trees. Their house was by the big cypress tree and it had a 
verandah all round and a rail fence out the front and in Cats' mother and 
father's bedroom one picture said LOOKING U N T O JESUS, above a 
bunch of red roses, and another, HE IS FAITHFUL T H A T 
PROMISED, inside a border of pansies. 
The August old Mrs Brandon had her seventy-fifth birthday party, it 
had been raining all day. The Brandons were sitting down to dinner in 
the big house when there was thunder and lightning and hailstones; and 
when the flood came down the gully, Cats and his mother and father 
stood out on their front verandah that was four feet above the road, and 
the water was lapping it. Cats' father started walking up and down 
saying, 'All the glass house'll go,' and Cats was howling, thinking that 
their house would be washed away. Every glass house was destroyed, 
except the cyclamen house, and after the storm they dug up hailstones as 
big as passion fruit. 
When the War came a lot of Hills boys went, even the workman at the 
Nursery who was Cats' best friend. He told Cats he was going when they 
were carting apples, and Cats tried to give him the threepence he'd 
saved, but he wouldn't take it. 
Cats hated Appleton School, right from the day he started to the day he 
left; he had no interest in learning, he was the biggest dunce in the 
school, though when he did the things he wanted to do it was a different 
story. He had over two ^iles to walk (though being a child, he didn't just 
walk — he'd walk a bit, then run a bit, then have a look at something, 
then start walking again). The first week he went, the second he didn't — 
he went up to Appleton each day, but he just played about in a paddock 
till it was time to go home. The next week he made a mistake; he went 
past the school down to the post office store and Mr Champion, the 
teacher, saw him and sent two of the big boys to bring him back. But 
Cats wasn't going to be taken to school; he told them so, and fought and 
kicked till the storekeeper got sick of it and came out and said, T say, I 
say, leave the boy alone.' Cats said he'd go to school but he wouldn't be 
taken, and when he got there M r Champion showed him the stick but he 
never hit him — if he 'd hit Cats that would have been the end of it, 
they'd never have got him to school again. 
M r Champion was strict, he was mad. He went to the Appleton Hotel 
at night and got blotto, and then had it out on the children next day. If 
they didn ' t know a thing he 'd belt it into them; he used a stick or 
anything he could grab, and they remembered it for the rest of their lives. 
Sometimes Cats was given threepence to buy his dinner and that was 
something marvellous, but he only bought biscuits from the store. The 
boys played fox and hounds and marbles and hopscotch and spun their 
tops, but there was a Kappler boy who was a bully and knocked the little 
boys about; he was cruel, and got hold of them and scruffed them up and 
did all sorts of things to them for no reason at all. But one Christmas, 
Bully Kappler went out shooting with his brother who accidentally shot 
him. News came home that he 'd died and when Cats said it was the best 
thing that could have happened, his mother told him off. Cats was very 
pleased when Bully Kappler died. 
And Cats went to the Congregational Sunday School (not every 
Sunday, but just when he got the bug), where M r Wright read a page out 
of the Bible and explained what it meant , and then they 'd put a penny in 
the bag and sing a hymn or two. 
The first dead person Cats saw was his Grandmother Jones who'd 
come, with her black cat, Ninny, to live with them when she was sick. 
Cats saw her in her coffm and thought she was asleep. She had a big 
funeral; all Appleton went. 
Granma and Granpa Currell were quiet, friendly people with no fuss 
about them, who didn ' t live in the Hills, but on the Adelaide plains at 
Gawler. A fiver ran through the town and on one side was the flour mill, 
on the other the Mill Inn that was Granpa ' s hotel, though he was a tee-
totaller. Cats used to go there odd Christmases and stay for the summer 
holidays, and every day he went into the bar and got a bottle of lemonade 
with a glass marble stopper and had it to drink with his dinner. Uncle 
Arnold was a barman and kept his bicycle in the billiard room, and Cats 
taught himself to ride it — he 'd hang on to the billiard table as he rode it 
round and round (if anybody came in to play billiards Cats would dis-
appear). Uncle Walter was the wildest one of the family who 'd been out 
bush and up to Queensland droving cattle; he had a suntan and a black 
and white kelpie dog that was his droving dog, as quiet as a mouse. 
Aunty Ethel was pretty with long hair. Aunty Ivy was ordinary and never 
had much to say; she'd lost the boyfriend she was going to marry in the 
W a r — he was killed and she couldn't get over it, she'd never picked up 
with anybody else. 
T h e men were coming back to Appleton from the W a r when Cats left 
school. The workman who'd been his best friend at the Nursery came 
back all right — he reckoned he was immune and said they could've shot 
at him all day and they couldn' t 've hit him; but Dick Ricks came back 
with one arm and quite a few had been killed (when the Palmer boys 
died, it was the first case in the state of two brothers being killed at the 
Dardanelles). There was a big Roll of Honour on the Soldiers' Memorial 
in front of the Congregational Church. 
Cats started work at the Nursery in the glass houses with his father. 
Everything was watered by hand, but in the cyclamen house, the little 
fern house and the little cold house you could put a hose on the tap. All 
the houses, except those three, were heated by hot-water pipes under the 
benches. The hot house was where the cuttings were struck; it was really 
hot in there, it was lovely in wintertime. In the summertime the glass 
houses had to be sprayed with lime water to stop the heat shining 
through; if there was a shower of rain the lime washed off and they'd 
have to be done over again. Cats would be in a glass house on a hot day, 
and as it was sprayed over he 'd watch the glass turn white and then the 
temperature would drop about ten degrees. 
Cats loved the Nursery but he didn ' t like working in the glass houses. 
It was too cissy, he thought — mucking round with plants and flowers 
and things; it wasn ' t what he wanted to do all his life. And he started 
sleeping outside on the verandah, where he could come and go and 
nobody knew; he 'd steal old Mrs Brandon's pony and go for a ride at 
night up to the shop at Appleton or down to the shop at Tea Tree Gully. 
He wanted to be a blacksmith, and at last he stopped working at the 
Nursery to learn the trade with Bob Sweet, the Appleton blacksmith. 
Bob Sweet was a little man, smaller than Cats. He was a good chap to 
work for and taught Cats to shoe horses. Cats had to pull the old shoe off 
for a start and then he tr immed the hoof up with the parers and smoothed 
it off with a rasp; then he made the shoe to fit the hoof — bent it just 
right, heated it up and knocked it into shape; then he put it on and drove 
the nails in and cut them off and then bent them so they lapped over and 
wouldn ' t pull out. Cats liked doing that. 
Bob Sweet only rented the blacksmith's shop and when he had a tiff 
with the owner he said that was it, he was leaving, and then Cats went 
with him to-work at the j a m factory where they had four teams of horses 
to take the j am to the city. But Bob Sweet was only there about nine 
months when he had a tiff with another chap over a job; he said he was 
leaving and went off and left Cats to carry on by himself. 
Not long after that, the j a m factory got a lorry that cut out two teams 
on the road and meant a dozen horses went. The next year they got 
another lorry and that cut all the teams out. The only horses left were a 
couple of ponies and the yard hoxses that carted the pulp from the factory 
down to the pulp shed. But then the electric power supply came to the 
factory, and they put electric motors on everything and.got a third lorry, 
and Cats could see electric power was the thing. The j a m factory sent him 
to the city to learn Fitting and Turning, Oxy-welding and Electrical 
Work at the School of Mines — he rode his motorbike down to the 
evening classes after work. 
Cats ' first girlfriend was Susie White, who wasn ' t a Hills girl, but came 
from the city to work as a maid in the big house at the Nursery. She was 
lively with fair hair, and Cats used to borrow his father 's pony and trap 
and take her to the Chain of Ponds or the Appleton dance. The pianist 
would start playing and then the dance 'd go; they did waltzes and two-
steps and every old thing, but there was another boy that Susie badly 
wanted and she left Cats for him. It d idn ' t last long — the other boy 
dumped her. 
When Cats was twenty-four he was invited to Becky Stock's twenty-
first birthday party; he 'd known Becky at school, and her father had 
looked after the cows at the j a m factory till one day he dropped dead half-
way to work. Becky was a Methodist with blonde streaks in her hair, and 
Cats gave her a cut-glass dish and switched from the Congregational to 
the Methodist Church and started taking her home after evening service. 
They went together for six years. It was Depression time and Becky 
wasn' t going to get married and Cats wasn ' t , either, because things were 
too uncertain. 
But Cats was lucky, he was never out of work, and when times got 
better he bought a house at Appleton and Becky's three sisters were her 
bridesmaids in pink dresses. Cats and Becky didn ' t go for a honeymoon 
— they were married on a Saturday, and Monday was a holiday because 
it was Commemorat ion Day, and Cats went back to work at the factory 
on the Tuesday. 
It was terrible when Brandon's Nursery was sold to a bloke who 
wanted a Jersey stud and wasn ' t interested in glass houses; Cats ' father 
begged him to keep them going but he wouldn' t have it on, he just 
wrecked the place. And Cats ' father died and then his mother, and Becky 
and Cats had two sons and a daughter and a cat called Fluffy that got run 
over on the road and then another one called Ginger that was run over, 
too, but he wasn ' t killed. Ginger struggled to the back door with his back 
sort of broken and Cats reckoned he was in a pretty bad way and the 
kindest thing would be to give him a bullet. After he shot him, he 
thought, Tha t ' s it, I ' m not having any more cats. 
Cats was Maintenance at the j a m factory for over forty years. He 
looked after the machinery till he retired, and then the day was never half 
long enough to do what he wanted to do in his garden; time really went 
with Cats. He had a shade house and glass frames that he painted with 
lime in summer, where he grew maidenhair ferns and a few daphnes; and 
he had hydrangeas, bronias, camellias and lots of the things they'd had at 
Brandon 's Nursery; and he grew Daydream tomatoes, Green Feast peas, 
white spine cucumbers, carrots, onions and cherry rhubarb, straw-
berries, red currants, raspberries and boysenberries that were like a 
blackberry and very prickly and ran like fury. 
At one time in Appleton, everything was brought to your door by the 
butcher, the baker, the grocer, the greengrocer; and there was a black-
smith, an undertaker, a carpenter, a hotel. The hotel closed first, and 
vandals got in and wrecked it so they pulled it down. Then they built a 
supermarket at Tea Tree Gully and one by one the Appleton shops went; 
the post office store was the last to go, and then you couldn't even buy a 
postage stamp. Once there 'd been a great stretch of open paddocks 
between the Gully and the suburbs of the city; then the paddocks were 
built over with houses and the new people even came to live at Appleton 
— the place went mad. Lots of the old families died out or moved away. 
One time Cats knew everybody in his part of the Hills; suddenly he 
hardly knew his next door neighbour. 
Cats ' and Becky's daughter had to go to hospital to have an operation 
for gall stones, and their little granddaughter came up to Appleton to stay 
with them. Mrs Windle 's cat f rom next door had kittens and their grand-
daughter brought one home. Becky thought they'd better not feed it or 
they'd never get rid of it, but Cats thought that was just cruel and said, 
' I t ' s a nice little kitten, it 's got to be fed. ' So he fed it and their grand-
daughter used to play with it, and dress it up, and put it to bed at night in 
a box and it 'd still be there in the morning. Cats made friends with the 
kitten and called it Cuddles, and it stayed with them when their grand-
daughter went home. I t 'd j u m p up on Cats ' knee and curl up and go to 
sleep — it must have thought Cats was a sucker. 
Cats and Becky had a little grandson once, but he 'd never walked, 
he 'd never spoken: something had been wrong with his brain. He could 
smile and he could cry, but that was about all. He was never in any pain 
that Cats knew of; he was a lovely child, a happy sort of child; he was 
four years old when he died. 
Over Cats ' and Becky's bed hung the picture from Cats ' old home that 
said L O O K I N G U N T O J E S U S , but Cats didn ' t look unto Jesus. To 
him. He wasn' t a kind gentleman; he thought He was the cruellest thing 
that ever was — Jesus or God or whatever you liked to call Him. Making 
little children suffer for no reason, whatever — Cats couldn't swallow 
that sort of thing, to him it d idn ' t make sense. But he and Becky never 
had words about religion, even though she taught in the Sunday School 
and had every faith in the world (Cats always said she had enough faith 
for herself and him too). Neither of them worried about dying. They 'd 
agreed that Cats would go first and Becky would be left to sell the place 
and go into a unit and that was that. But it d idn ' t work out that way. 
One Sunday morning Becky went to church and there was a meeting 
there in the afternoon, so she stopped on with the others and had lunch in 
the hall; then she came home with a plate of savoury stuff that she put in 
the fridge. Cats was sitting in the kitchen reading a book, and Becky said 
there was something on the T V she'd like to see. So she went into the 
sitting-room and watched it and then came back and asked Cats what 
he 'd like for his tea. Cats said he didn ' t care what he had, and Becky said 
she didn' t want anything, and Cats said he supposed she'd had a big feed 
up at the church. Becky went over to the fridge and opened the door and 
caught hold of the plate of savoury stuff, but when she turned to put it on 
the table it dropped out of her hand and she crashed to the floor. Cats 
jumped up and said, ' M u m , what are you doing to me?' But she was 
gone — she'd had a heart attack, her heart had just stopped, and she'd 
never had a heart attack before in her life. It was as quick as that. Cats 
couldn't do a thing. Jus t in one second his whole life changed. 
Cuddles was the only thing Cats had to turn to when he lost Becky. If it 
hadn ' t been for Cuddles, Cats wouldn ' t have cared whether he came 
home or not at times. But he had to come home for the cat, he had to 
come home and see that he was all right. 
He was quite a big cat. H e was white round the face and underneath , 
and he had four white feet; his head was black, and he was a brindled 
gingery colour round the back and on the shoulders. 
In a sort of way. Cuddles took Becky's place. H e was a godsend, one of 
the good companions. Cats called him Beautiful and Lovely and Darling. 
He fed him Cat Chow or liver — though too much Hver wasn't a good 
thing (he'd started him off on mutton but Cuddles got so that he wouldn't 
touch it, he'd just sniff it and walk away). His hair grew pretty long, so 
Cats combed him and trimmed him up — cut round underneath and 
round his tail and round his neck — but he was a terror for cat balls; he'd 
get hold of himself and pull the hair out and if Cats didn't watch him, 
he'd swallow it. Cats gave Cuddles a teaspoon of liquid paraffin once a 
month and that helped him get rid of the cat balls. 
Cuddles didn't roam very far as a rule, he usually kept one eye on 
Cats. He lived as much inside as he did out; he slept on Cats' bed. If Cats 
went to watch TV or read the paper, Cuddles jumped on his knee and 
curled up; when Cats started talking, the cat looked as if he was trying to 
answer. And in bed at night Cats spoke to Becky and they'd have a 
conversation, but then he'd put his hand out to touch her and she 
wouldn't be there. 
'Cats Curreir is in Barbara Hanrahan's new collection of stories Dream People which will 
be published by Grafton Books in June, 1987. We would like to thank Barbara Hanrahan 
and the publishers for granting permission to publish 'Cats Currell' in Kunapipi. 
